Employment Support Professionals Certification Initiative

Why was the certification developed?
One of the unique features contributing to the success of supported employment is the role of employment support professionals (ESPs) who assist individuals with significant disabilities to obtain and maintain competitive employment in integrated community workplaces (Wehman, Revell, & Brooke, 2003; Parent, Unger, Gibson, & Clements, 1994). Traditionally called job coaches, these professionals include employment specialists and consultants, job developers, job placement personnel, and transition specialists and other school-to-work personnel. The diversity of the ESP role is evident by the myriad of skills and knowledge required to fulfill the responsibilities of the position, including interacting within multiple systems (e.g., business, rehabilitation, education); communicating effectively with individuals, family members, and other professionals; conducting person-centered career planning and job development activities; providing on-the-job training and supports; coordinating related services; and insuring long-term, follow-along assistance. In addition, employment support professionals must possess the specific knowledge and facilitation skills necessary to provide supports to transition-age youth and adults across a variety of client populations.
Investment in the employment support workforce has been identified as a key characteristic in providing greater access to integrated employment services (Nord, Luecking, Mank, Kiernan, & Wray, 2013), and effective training and development of ESPs has been empirically shown to lead to better employment outcomes for individuals with disabilities (Butterworth, Migliore, Nord, & Gelb, 2012). Unfortunately, significant variation in the qualifications, training, and experience of employment support professionals across provider agencies within and across states has resulted in major discrepancies in service delivery practices and outcomes. Widespread differences in titles, salaries, job duties, roles within the organization, status, and professional development and career CESP 4 advancement opportunities also exist across practitioners. The lack of nationally accepted, empirically based competencies to define and establish job requirements for employment support professionals has been a limiting factor in the promotion of increased credibility and professionalism in the field.
According to the Institute for Credentialing Excellence (2012), "a certification program is designed to test the knowledge, skills, and abilities required to perform a particular job, and, upon successfully passing a certification exam, to represent a declaration of a particular individual's professional competence." Certification is a recognized standard and established requirement for employment across many disciplines. Evidence indicating the impact and effectiveness of certification in other fields has tremendous implications for employment support professionals and supported employment services. For example, studies suggest better outcomes for patients whose nurses are certified than for patients whose nurses are not certified (Blegen, 2012). Also, teachers who have standard certification have been reported to raise student test scores more than teachers who do not have certification or who have substandard certification (Darling-Hammond, Holtzman, Gatlin, & Vasquez Heilig, 2005). These findings suggest that establishing a certification program for employment support professionals holds the promise to promote a stable and competent workforce that will, in turn, lead to positive employment outcomes for individuals with disabilities.
Job coach certification has been a topic of discussion for more than two decades. Since its founding in 1988, APSE (now the Association for People Supporting EmploymentFirst) has worked to identify the essential competencies required to effectively perform the functions of an employment support professional (e.g., Training Resource Network & APSE, 2010). The next section describes the development of the certification process.
Certification development process
In October 2010, APSE launched an initiative to develop the first national certification program for employment support professionals. A proposal was developed to (a) establish national guidelines for the essential knowledge and skills necessary to provide integrated employment support 
Certification examination
As an initial step in developing the certification examination, ESPCC conducted a Role Delineation Study (RDS) to identify and validate the core competencies required for effective entrylevel ESP performance. In January 2011, a representative panel of nine subject matter experts (SMEs) was assembled to generate a list of job content elements performed by employment support CESP 6 professionals, group the elements into content domains, and sequence the domains in the order in which they are typically performed. A survey was developed based on the work of the SME group.
Following piloting, the final survey was administered to practitioners to determine the frequency with which specific knowledge and skills are used and the criticality of the knowledge and skill to successful client outcomes. More than 20% of the APSE membership of 2500 (in 2011) and a larger network of contacts recruited to participate in the Role Delineation Study completed the online survey. Survey results were used to develop an exam content outline, or blueprint, in which knowledge and skills with high ratings for frequency and criticality received greater emphasis on the exam (i.e., more test items) than did knowledge and skills that had low frequency and criticality ratings. Based on the empirical data, five content domains were established containing a total of 80 content elements. The candidate feedback to identify any concerns or areas for improvement. When appropriate, questions are removed from grading. Following this quality assurance step, exam grading is finalized and score reports are issued to candidates. The ESPCC oversees a continual process of question writing, review, and evaluation to ensure that exam content remains up-to-date, accurate, and consistent with the content outline.
Certification requirements
The CESP credential is designed for job coaches, job developers, job placement personnel, transition from school-to-work personnel, and employment specialists/consultants who serve a wide variety of target audiences including people with intellectual disabilities, mental health impairments, 
Employment Support Professionals' Perspectives on Certification
Purpose of the study
The CESP examination was first administered in New Hampshire on May 1, 2011 and was rolled out in other states soon afterward. The purpose of the present study was to provide a snapshot of this The results of this descriptive study are expected to provide insights into the initial stage of implementation of the CESP program and to guide the ESPCC in its program evaluation and expansion efforts.
Method
Data were collected through a survey of CESPs who earned the credential between the dates of Table 1. A 24-item survey instrument was developed to collect data relevant to the research questions. The survey requested demographic and employment information from respondents through open-and closedended questions about why participants chose to pursue the CESP credential and the perceived personal and/or professional impacts of holding the credential. Survey data were collected anonymously using SurveyMonkey online survey software. We examined the frequency distributions and qualitative responses to individual survey items. The results of the descriptive data analysis and qualitative content analysis are presented in the paragraphs that follow.
Findings
Who are Certified Employment Support Providers?
Table 1 presents the demographic and employment characteristics of the sample. The majority of respondents were female, over 40 years of age, Caucasian, held a bachelor's or master's degree, and most CESP 9 (88%) had completed the CESP examination 6 months to 2 years prior to completing the survey. The length of time respondents had worked in the field of disability employment varied considerably, with nearly one-third (30%) reporting they had been in the field 1 to 5 years while greater than one-third (39%) reported more than 16 years of service. Despite the relatively high percentage of respondents with extensive backgrounds in the disability employment field, the majority indicated they had been in their current position for only 1 to 5 years.
When asked to describe their current job position, the largest number of respondents (37) identified themselves as direct support professionals who spend most of their time assisting individuals obtain or maintain employment; frontline supervisors of direct support professionals (13) and administrators (21) were also well represented in the sample. More than one-quarter (29%) of respondents reported employment through a private community rehabilitation provider that provides integrated employment services alongside services such as skill development and work activity, 24% reported working for a public human services agency such as a developmental disabilities or mental health agency.
Smaller numbers reported working for public employment agencies such as Vocational Rehabilitation; private employment support providers that focus exclusively on delivering integrated employment services; non-profit agencies; or schools and universities.
Why do they pursue the CESP credential?
Because we were interested in understanding what motivates employment support professionals to pursue certification, respondents were asked to describe why they chose to become a CESP. Many respondents indicated that pursuing CESP certification was a way to demonstrate their competence, enhance their professional credentials, and advance in their careers. As one respondent stated it, "I wanted to insure that I continue to stay on the cutting edge of service delivery, design, philosophy and ethics."
Another respondent chose to become a CESP "to obtain credentials to back up my expertise" while others did it "to add a level of professionalism to the work I do" or "to separate myself from others in the field."
Some respondents reported that they were encouraged or required to pursue certification by their employers. Finally, several respondents indicated that, as trainers of employment support staff, they CESP 10 wanted to take the CESP exam to ensure that their trainings covered the topical areas of the examination.
The next section will explore the question of whether the outcomes of receiving the CESP designation met test-takers' expectations.
What are perceived outcomes of professional certification?
To examine the value of the CESP designation from the perspective of those who hold the credential, respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the statement, "Having my CESP has offered personal and/or professional benefits to me." Over half (61%) of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with this statement, 16% disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement, and 23% indicated that they were unsure of the impact. Respondents were then presented with a list of possible benefits of certification and asked to select all that applied to them. The benefits endorsed most often were (a) personal satisfaction, (b) confirms my knowledge and ability, and (c) feeling of accomplishment. See Table 2 for additional benefits endorsed by study participants.
When asked what impact obtaining the CESP credential has had on their job or career, some respondents reported that they have garnered credibility in the field, received a raise or promotion, or experienced greater job security. However, others indicated that holding the CESP credential has not impacted their job or career. A similar level of uncertainty was noted in response to two other questions: "Do you feel there are other opportunities available to you as a result of having your certification?" (40% reported being unsure) and "Do you feel other employers in the field recognize certification in their hiring decisions?" (46% reported being unsure). Comments such as "I think it [the CESP] needs to be promoted more as a recognized certification," "I think it's in its infancy stage. I do feel in the future it will have far more validation than it does now," and "it needs to build to have credibility in the industry," reflect the perception on the part of some CESPs that the effects of holding the CESP credential are not yet fully known. The fact that most respondents had held the CESP credential for less than two years at the time of the survey should also be considered when interpreting the seemingly high level of uncertainly expressed in response to these questions. It is possible that it was too soon for CESPs to have realized the full CESP 11 benefits of certification. Nonetheless, most respondents were satisfied with their decision to pursue certification and 97% indicated they would recommend becoming a CESP to others.
Discussion and Conclusions
The results of this descriptive study provide a snapshot of the demographic and employment characteristics of the initial group of individuals who earned the CESP credential. Respondents identified a variety of motivations for pursuing certification and the majority reported that the credential has offered them personal as well as professional benefits. A certain level of uncertainty expressed about the impacts of credentialing on career opportunities points to the need for future research in this area and continued efforts to establish and promote the value of CESP credential. While the CESP is a relatively new credential, it is clear from this pilot study that there is an interest and need for a national credentialing program for employment support professionals.
Future Directions
Ongoing research and development
The CESP credential program was initiated in response to a need to develop a stable and competent employment support workforce equipped to promote positive outcomes for job seekers with disabilities. A national certification program with identified requisite knowledge and skills for professional practice and established methods to assess these competencies has the potential to significantly improve the quality of employment services provided throughout the United States and internationally. What is needed is ongoing research to inform necessary developments in the CESP certification program, including efforts to validate and improve the certification program and to explore the impacts of that credentialing has services and outcomes. For example, future studies will examine the relationship between CESP exam scores and supervisor ratings of workers' on-the-job performance to test the hypothesis that higher exam scores will be associated with increased worker competence across the exam content area domains. Assessing the relationship between CESP credential status or exam scores and the employment outcomes of individuals served would provide an even more critical test of the value of certification. Validation studies such as these would provide a direct response to questions raised by CESP 12 vocational rehabilitation directors, community rehabilitation provider managers, employment support professionals, and advocates wanting to know if certification is a good investment. In sum, establishing a strong national certification program will assure that employment support professionals meet nationally accepted, key competency standards based on current state-of-the-art practice in the field. National certification will provide practitioners with the professional recognition to enable them to lobby for better wages and benefits, as has occurred within other human services professions that have instituted certification programs. In addition, organizations that hire CESPs will have a case for seeking funding increases from various public agencies that fund supported employment services. Finally, external certification will validate and support the training currently provided by various training institutes, colleges, and universities across the country and will provide a career ladder for staff who commit to becoming nationally certified. The majority of participants indicating other for Agency Type reported working for a non-profit agency or university.
Roll-out of the national CESP credentialing program
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